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FROM LEARNING TO 
E-LEARNING IN 
E-ENTREPRENEURSHIP
For the purpose of this paper we have used the 
Zutshi, Zutshi, and Sohal (2006, p. 63) definition 
of e-entrepreneur as “a person or an organisation 
principally using the Internet to strategically and 
competitively achieve vision, business goals and 
objectives.” E-entrepreneurship is a relatively 
new and dynamic discipline, established on a 
rich and diverse foundation of general entre-
preneurship (Azmat & Zutshi, 2012a, 2012b). 
E-entrepreneurship generally uses cutting edge 
technological tools to exploit the creative ener-
gies of enterprising personalities in an effort to 
seek competitive advantages at the global level 
(Richards, Busch, & Bilgin, 2010). While some 
e-entrepreneurs are chided for not learning from 
the mistakes of the past (Cardon, Stevens, & 
Potter, 2011), many are diligent, attentive and 
eager to learn new and better management 
techniques (Kisfalvi & Maguire, 2011). As an 
educator in the field of e-entrepreneurship it 
is imperative and pragmatic to understand the 
challenges and approaches that can assist in the 
establishment of good teaching and learning 
















2   International Journal of E-Entrepreneurship and Innovation, 3(3), 1-12, July-September 2012
Copyright © 2012, IGI Global. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.
habits for this fast-growing category of learn-
ers, our business managers and even political 
leaders of tomorrow. The aim of this paper is 
to develop the ‘Circle of E-learning’ in the field 
of e-entrepreneurship.
In management education as with educa-
tion more broadly, there is debate about how 
to appropriately define teaching and learning 
(Kuijpers, Meijers, & Gundy, 2011; Higgins 
& Elliott, 2011), how to address the needs of 
diverse learners and their learning styles, and 
how to translate teaching material and meth-
ods into learning for our (current and future) 
decision makers. This makes the definitive 
improvement of teaching and learning in any 
context challenging. Theoretically, teaching 
might be ineffective or impossible (Wheatley, 
2002; Morrow, 2007), or it could be that teach-
ing and learning happens ubiquitously through 
continuous feedback loops (Inhelder & Piaget, 
1958; Heidegger, 1962). Where learning is 
presumed to occur, theorists differ in their 
definitions. Some say experience is central to 
learning (Dewey, 1916; Aristotle & Apostle, 
1966), others conjecture that interpretation or 
cognition is the key (James, 1890; Festinger, 
1957), some focus on behavioural changes 
(Pavlov, 1929; Skinner, 1974, 1984), and others 
still put the emphasis on the social environment 
(Bandura & Walters, 1963; Bandura, 1977). Re-
cent management education research grapples 
with the complexity of teaching and learning 
definitional variables (Schechter & Asher, 2012; 
Uziak & Oladiran, 2012). Noting the full scope 
of the defining features and to fulfill our aim 
in this paper, we adopt the broad definition by 
Creed (2011, p. 35) that learning is “identifi-
able changes in thinking, relating and behaving 
established by individuals or groups in response 
to internal or external stimuli.” The three main 
variables in this definition are consistent with 
similar overviews of learning (Mezirow, 1981; 
Gibb, 1997) and provide a pragmatic basis for 
the concepts developed in this paper.
It is from within the management educa-
tion field that a more specialised focus upon 
entrepreneurs emerges. The socio-economic 
significance of entrepreneurship, especially 
via the software applications now proliferat-
ing through e-commerce, is compelling a new 
perspective of e-entrepreneurship (Cassia & 
Minola, 2012). Driven by industry development 
and applied knowledge at the vocational level, 
learning in relation to e-entrepreneurship is 
about how to improve technological skills and 
processes. Accordingly, a blend of the different 
learning theories and methods can be called upon 
with respect to the situation. Using traditional 
vocations as examples, a person learning to be 
a plumber or an electrician needs to understand 
and grasp the nuances, for instance, of the theory 
of pipe connections, hydrology and physics, re-
spectively. Furthermore, these individuals also 
need to observe and then implement the practical 
side of their jobs by, for example, installing a 
washing machine or a safety switchbox in a 
home. An e-entrepreneur, similarly, actively 
engages in technological knowledge of their 
tools to observe, learn, practise and develop 
skills in order to grow and sustain their business.
There are unique challenges involved in the 
teaching and learning for entrepreneurs who are 
predominantly working online. The impact of 
technology on learning needs to be considered 
and the connection of continuous improvement 
with the objectives of e-entrepreneurs play 
an integral role. It is proposed that by cross-
referencing hermeneutics (Heidegger, 1999), 
action research and learning (Lewin, 1948; 
Marquardt, 2004), the Plan, Do, Check, Act 
(PDCA) cycle (Deming, 1986) and creative 
destruction (Schumpeter, 1934) as similarly 
cyclical processes, a conceptual flow emerges 
that captures procedural points in the cross-
matched cycles. The links between continuous 
improvement, learning as a change process, and 
the concept of the Circle of Learning (Creed 
& Zutshi, 2010) adapted to the context of e-
learning, are discussed in this paper and lead 
to practical findings as well as outlining future 
research areas.
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INFLUX OF TECHNOLOGY 
IN OUR LIVES
The volume of business conducted online 
compared with operating solely in a bricks 
and mortar mode has dramatically increased 
since the start of the twenty-first century (Seitz, 
Razzouk, & Takaoka, 2005; Kumar, Mittal, & 
Nandi, 2011). Most businesses, irrespective 
of the nature of the product/service offered, 
especially in developed economies, are now 
adopting some form of technological medium 
to connect and reach their customers (current 
and potential). Activities such as launching of 
websites, advertising of products online, and 
taking orders via the website are becoming 
normal practices and, some would argue, a 
necessity to compete and survive today (Da-
vis, Spohrer, & Maglio, 2011; Cumberland & 
Githens, 2012; Hazen & Byrd, 2012). Today’s 
customers want the flexibility to either go to 
a physical shop to experience a product and 
its features and then compare the competitor 
process online, and subsequently if they wish, 
order via a company website. Other customers, 
however, want the flexibility to fully undertake 
all their purchasing decisions and transactions 
online. A company’s resources and the vision 
of the founder would, to some extent, influence 
which technology is embraced by an organisa-
tion (Mousa & Wales, 2012).
The changes in the business environment 
are influencing the environment of the higher 
education sector (Zutshi & Creed, 2010). Ac-
cordingly, the use of technological tools as a 
combination of learning and delivery methods is 
becoming increasingly evident in the education 
sector. For example, a number of Australian 
universities, in addition to using electronic 
mail to communicate with their students, are 
also using online Blackboard (or similar itera-
tions) to ensure a combination of synchronous 
and asynchronous mediums to interact and 
engage with their students (Open Universities 
Australia, 2011; Unwin, Tate, Foote, Foote, & 
DiBiase, 2012). Universities are thus trying to 
cater to the needs of e-entrepreneurs by offer-
ing more courses electronically (Torres, 2008; 
Open Universities Australia, 2011); however, 
their success varies depending on the suite of 
technologies adopted and how effectively it is 
utilised by the institution. In the current era of a 
globally competitive educational environment, 
technology is only enhancing competition glob-
ally, as a student may no longer be required to 
be in the same state or country as the university. 
E-entrepreneurship partly drives the demand 
for online education; there are schools will-
ing to provide the courses, and governments 
willing to subsidise them (Cotoi, Bodoasca, 
Catana, & Cotoi, 2011; Nino, 2011). This ac-
centuates the need to ensure individuals, key 
organisations, policy makers and administrators 
continue to make appropriate decisions in the 
field. A continuous and systematic critique is 
warranted. We need to remember that for an 
e-entrepreneur, online technology is a primary 
medium of communication; being online is their 
business encompassing the majority of their 
professional and personal lives. Accordingly, 
often the expectation of e-entrepreneurs is that 
education should also be primarily delivered 
online. But what about the learning process for 
the two parties involved - the academic and the 
e-entrepreneur learner? This is reflected upon 
in the next section.
THE PRINCIPLE OF 
CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
Emerging from the ferment of Japanese-
American interaction in the economic rebuilding 
period post-WWII, modern industrial quality 
improvement theories have a long and applied 
lineage (Dahlgaard-Park, 2011). The essence of 
continuous improvement is the view that all situ-
ations of status quo or standardised knowledge 
can potentially be questioned or challenged. 
Thus, monitoring any system, either at input, 
throughput or output stages, can deliver data 
that allows the evaluator to identify issues for 
change, innovation or improvement.
Well before the formalisation of Kaizen 
(Imai, 1986), Toyotaism (Wood, 1991), or 
Total Quality Management (Deming, 1986; 
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Williams, 1994), the principle that it is a good 
thing to strive for improved understanding and 
application was recognised as an important 
human endeavour. The principle has found 
expression in diverse fields like philosophy 
(Heidegger, 1999), education (Dewey, 1916), 
and biology (Darwin, 1970). Operating at the 
edge of business enterprise today are the e-
entrepreneurs who are constantly looking for 
opportunities to innovate, gain a market edge 
and, ultimately, make a profit. Questioning 
and challenging the status quo is often one of 
the innovative functions of an entrepreneur. 
However, it should be noted that there is also 
a destructive element operating. To challenge 
something is to question the history or estab-
lished processes and procedures, which could 
lead to a breakdown of communication and 
subsequent misunderstandings. Once the old 
pattern is broken, the entrepreneur is able to 
implement their new, different (and potentially) 
innovative approach. Hence the coining of the 
concept of creative destruction, originally in 
socialist literature (Marx, Engels, & Hobsbawm, 
1998), and the concept’s capitalistic elaboration 
by Schumpeter (1934, 1950). It is our view 
that creative destruction connects integrally 
with the continuous improvement principle of 
hermeneutics, especially as postulated by Lewin 
(1948) in his groundwork on action research 
and change management theory. Using the 
metaphor of a field of organisational forces in 
which patterns are often frozen, Lewin (1948) 
claims there is a need to unfreeze or break down 
the old before implementation of the new, and 
then to actively refreeze the innovation into 
place lest the change initiative fails.
Now, as we observe the rapidly trans-
forming technological landscape in which e-
entrepreneurs ply their skills and continuously 
seek new knowledge, we also see a juncture of 
critical theories which may help educators of 
e-entrepreneurs to articulate more effectively 
the underlying forces of change. We recommend 
the Circle of E-learning concept to reveal the 
diverse conceptual heritage.
THE CIRCLE OF E-LEARNING
To frame learning as a cycle of continuous 
feedback spiralling upward to greater under-
standing is not a new concept in education. Table 
1 encapsulates some of the Circle of Learning 
concepts that have been specifically identified 
in the education and management literature in 
a variety of contexts.
Whilst learning through traditional trans-
mission media of print and audiovisual re-
sources is addressed by the theorists in Table 
1, the relatively recent proliferation of digitised 
social networking tools creates timeline and 
process reformations that have previously not 
been imagined. Older theories do not fully 
incorporate and address the technological issues 
of online learning and the particular needs of 
e-entrepreneurs in the face of socio-technical 
change. E-entrepreneurs are rapidly grasping 
the possibilities of new information technology 
but it is too early in the development of this 
technology for the learning literature to have 
engaged comprehensively with the ramifica-
tions of the changes. For example, little research 
has been completed on situations where instan-
taneous feedback on a topic from thousands of 
networked participants creates either a concep-
tual revolution, or a gridlock. The nature of 
social network technology delivers advantages 
and disadvantages that can all be magnified 
purposely or inadvertently. The circular reflec-
tive process of Heidegger (1962) was designed 
for a slow digestion of religious texts and not 
for the rapid response mechanisms of Twitter 
and Facebook. The native North American 
medicine wheel (Cowan, 1995) and the circle 
concept of Kolb (1984) were likewise developed 
during less frenetic technological periods. The 
universality of the earlier models in Table 1 
seems anecdotally relevant but a more contem-
porary consideration of the implications for 
newer technology, especially as it works its 
way through the learning experiences of e-
entrepreneurs, is warranted.
We postulate that an interdisciplinary view 
of quality management reveals connections that 
are useful for contemporary e-entrepreneurs. 
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Figure 1 reiterates how the Circle of Learning 
presented by Creed and Zutshi (2010, 2012) 
traverses critical theory, from the philosophical 
perspective of Heidegger’s (1962) hermeneu-
tics to the applied methods of Lewin’s action 
research (1948), and from Deming’s quality 
improvement tools (1986) to Schumpeter’s 
(1934) creative destruction cycle that is so 
central to the dynamic learning environment 
of e-entrepreneurs.
Entrepreneurial innovation is a creative 
change process that involves actively recognis-
ing factors in the status quo, reviewing available 
resources, and generating or adapting opportu-
nities to sustain or grow the organisation. As 
the concepts in Figure 1 suggest, learning is 
also akin to change as it involves interpretation, 
movement, discovery and evaluation, espe-
cially when these processes follow through and 
capitalise upon feedback loops. The cycle has 
Table	1.	Circles	of	learning	in	the	literature	
Author/s The emphasis of their circle of learning
Heidegger (1962) Hermeneutics is defined as a circular reflective process leading to continuous improvement of 
understanding. Originally applied in the interpretation of religious texts.
Kolb (1984) The circle involves: concrete experience, observation and reflection, formation of abstract 
concepts and generalisation, and then testing the implications of concepts in new situations. 
Applied in organisational learning.
Cowan (1995) An adaptation of the native North American medicine wheel: Integration, anticipation, curiosity 
and introspection. Four keystones are proposed: separation of improvement from performance; 
convergent path from novice to expert; predominance of variation reduction; and information, 
knowledge and wisdom as discontinuous aspects of learning.
Alrøe and Kris-
tensen (2002)
A self-reflexive circle of learning in systemic research, moving from an inside actor viewpoint, 
or stance, to an outside observer viewpoint, and back. Applied first in agricultural research.
Foster and Carboni 
(2009)
The circle involves: Strategising, performing, assessing, and visioning. Applied in MBA education.
Creed and Zutshi 
(2010, 2012)
A circle concept that integrates reflective evaluation with hermeneutics, action research, and 
the Deming cycle. The circle involves 4 ‘R’s: Review, Revision, Reconstruction and Revelation 
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to become a spiral if evolution is to occur. 
Drucker (1994) is clear that most innovations 
are incremental, although radical (or discon-
tinuous) change sometimes emerges. Zhao 
(2005) is less concerned with distinguishing 
the radical innovations from the incremental 
ones but, rather, observes the continuum of 
innovation. The fact remains that any innovation 
is a kind of change. Change is a kind of learn-
ing and the connections are apparent, with 
proper evaluation and feedback at the heart of 
any innovation process. Nooteboom and Stam 
(2011) equate innovation with a cycle of dis-
covery and pointedly draw from learning the-
ory via Piaget (Flavell, 1967). They suggest 
that innovation cumulatively draws upon ear-
lier inventions, development and applications, 
but also embraces the economic concept of 
creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1934, 1950), 
which aligns directly with the reconstruction 
component of hermeneutics and the circle and 
spiral of learning developed by Creed and 
Zutshi (2010, 2012). This makes e-entrepre-
neurs, as examples of innovators in a techno-
logical environment, and as learners in that 
context, an appropriate focus of further research 
into Circle of Learning concepts. We extend 
the ideas in Figure 1 to include specific con-
sideration of technological tools that are typi-
cally applied in the education of e-entrepreneurs 
and lead to a Circle of E-learning developed 
uniquely for e-entrepreneurs. This circle concept 
(Creed, 2006, 2009) draws upon the underlying 
tenets of each of the educational and quality 
improvement constructs in Figure 1, and is 
augmented by the related ideas of Schön (1991), 
Nonaka (1994), and Argyris and Schön (1974).
The spiral pathway is a series of circles 
connecting ICT innovation with evaluation and 
learning and represents embedded principles 
of hermeneutics, action research, PDCA and 
creative destruction. The bridging points of 
review, revise, reconstruct and reveal aim to 
capture the dynamic essence of the work of 
e-entrepreneurs and enable critical analysis at 
key junctions.
THE 4R’S OF THE CIRCLE 
OF LEARNING
As highlighted in the previous section, the 4R’s 
(Review, Revise, Reconstruct, Reveal) of the 
Circle of Learning can form the foundation of 
continuous learning and improvement, in our 
case, for e-entrepreneurs. By analysing the 
examples of e-entrepreneurial situations and 
contexts from published cases, we can identify 
correlations of elements of the cases with sec-
tions and stages of the Circle of E-learning. 
Two cases of e-entrepreneurship are identified 
and explored, one from the design company, 
IDEO (Mendonca & Rao, 2008), and the other 
from a high-tech consulting organisation, In-
noCentive (Allio, 2004). Statements from the 
e-entrepreneurs’ accounts in these cases are 
aligned with characteristics of the four R’s. 
We start with the first ‘R,’ Review, which is 
an assessment of the delicate status quo which 
establishes a preparedness to change cognition 
and behaviour without having yet done so.
“You’ve	got	to	move	around.	It	doesn’t	worry	
me	to	do	that.	But	it	drives	some	people	crazy.”	
(Mendonca & Rao, 2008, p. 1)	
This comment from an e-entrepreneur at the 
design firm IDEO displays personal prepared-
ness for change. There is also an understanding 
of the delicate aspects of other people’s percep-
tions of change. The comment is a forecast or 
recommendation and, therefore, fits the review 
category. It is also a statement about the e-
entrepreneur’s own attitudes and values. Lots of 
new technology situations in companies such as 
IDEO involve being prepared to adapt to change. 
A bit of knowledge in advance about the nature, 
cause and potential outcomes from the change 
can be helpful preparation. The latter may also 
help to reduce resistance towards change and 
encourage an individual to be more receptive.
“Our	website	is	incomplete.	Not	all	of	the	solvers	
wish	to	be	identified	there.”	(Allio, 2004, p. 6) 
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An e-entrepreneur leader at the high-tech 
science consulting network organisation, Inno-
Centive, makes this observation which proffers 
a further example of review in the Circle of 
E-learning. While the staff seem resistant, the 
CEO can see the need for change and identifies 
the incomplete nature of the company website, 
thus implying that encouragement is soon to be 
provided to create the change that is needed. 
Hence, this earmarks the review stage.
Revise, the second ‘R,’ is the actual decision 
to change and learn, where the first steps of the 




attack	them	fiercely” (Mendonca & Rao, 2008, 
p. 5). At IDEO the e-entrepreneur describes 
his experience with the revision stages of the 
Circle of E-learning. When learning and change 
provide solutions to problems it occurs as a 
triumph over remnant inertia from the preced-
ing stage of review. Clearing the way for a shift 
of the status quo is central to the revise stage. 




our	model” (Allio, 2004, p. 5). The implica-
tion of the quote is that the change is getting 
underway with engagement happening between 
the provider and the client organisation. The 
comment also overviews the implementation of 
communication between the two parties before 
the change has taken place. This communica-
tion is imperative and irreplaceable from our 
perspective as it paves the pathway for listening 
and addressing concerns that, once again, lead 
to reduced resistance to change.
The third ‘R’ is Reconstruct which is the 
fully-executed stage of transformation, where 
the new knowledge from revision is enlarged 
and adopted.
“We’re	 now	 rolling	 out	 a	 software	 platform	
for	knowledge	sharing…”	(Mendonca & Rao, 
2008, p. 5)	
The e-entrepreneur at IDEO here de-
scribes a fully-executed change program. The 
reconstruction of situation and knowledge is 
happening. It is from this process of transfor-
mation that further lessons will be learned, 
especially as software technology is dynamic 




(Allio, 2004, p. 6). The reconstruction stage 
is evident in the dynamic engagement with 
imperfections in the transformation process. 
The e-entrepreneurs at InnoCentive are find-
ing ways to continuously transform, even as 
problems persist. The principle is that creativity 
can arise from destruction. New knowledge is 
able to be enlarged and adopted in this stage 
of the Circle of E-learning.
The last ‘R’ of the cycle, Reveal, is the 
stage of assessment and evaluation of the new 
state that has been created. The feedback from 




& Rao, 2008, p. 5)	
This comment exposes the measurement 
function that is crucial for the reveal stage of 
the Circle of E-learning. It is only by feedback 
that better understanding of the process emerges 
for the e-entrepreneurs at IDEO.
“Feedback	is	one	of	the	most	critical	elements	
of	the	entire	process.	It	gives	legitimacy	to	the	
entire	process.”	(Allio, 2004, p. 6) 
Similarly, at InnoCentive there is explicit 
focus upon feedback in the reveal stage. The 
spiral path of learning and change pivots upon 
the loop of data that enables the spiral path to 
continue. Another illustration of this stage from 
InnoCentive is: “We’ve	had	a	number	of	cases	
where	 a	 person	 whose	 [training]	 was	 right	
outside	of	the	field	where	anyone	expected	to	
8   International Journal of E-Entrepreneurship and Innovation, 3(3), 1-12, July-September 2012
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find	 the	answer	 finally	solved	an	 intractable	
problem” (Allio, 2004, p. 8). This quote high-
lights that revelation is at its most creative with 
unorthodox solution processes, as it becomes 
informative for the next revolution of the Circle 
of E-learning to become established.
The insight from Heidegger (1977) about 
technology itself being a revelation is applicable 
to the learning cycles of e-entrepreneurs and 
adds further support to the Circle of E-learning 
representation in Figure 2. The ICT tools that 
so easily transform ways that commerce is 
conducted are themselves potentially restric-
tive to future innovations. Each new technol-
ogy is a revelation that replaces the old way 
of working but also sets in place a structure 
that, unless made open to further reflection, 
can restrict positive changes in the future. The 
e-entrepreneur has to be mindful of this danger 
and, through mechanisms such as the Circle of 
E-learning, be prepared to engage with ongoing 
professional development.
To summarise the implications of this 
analysis, the 4R’s can be consciously applied 
as transitional points in innovative, entrepre-
neurial processes. Review is the stage where 
an e-entrepreneur can seize upon the need for 
change, invent, test and prepare new technol-
ogy and recognise the need to retool or retrain. 
Revise is the pivot that enables e-entrepreneurs 
to apply their innovations and test the new ideas. 
Reconstruct is the opportunity to fully imple-
ment innovation and explore its potential and 
feel for its boundaries. Reveal is the pivot where 
honest evaluation of the innovation must take 
place in preparation for the next turn of the 
circle. The essence of creative destruction is 
imbued in the process (Schumpeter, 1934). With 
the Circle of E-learning front of mind, education 
can be tailored to the needs of e-entrepreneurs 
depending upon the stage of the 4R’s that ap-
plies. Naturally, some caution should be applied 
in designing education programs when decisions 
about the type of learning technology being 
used are made by a committee whose majority 
of representatives are not involved in actual 
teaching. The 4R’s are, therefore, best engaged 
as a tandem development cycle linking teachers 
as directly as possible with students in re-
peated cycles. Where the course design process 
disconnects teachers from students, there is an 
increased risk of ineffectiveness in the curricu-




The theoretical and conceptual basis of the 
Circle of E-learning for e-entrepreneurs has 
been illustrated with two cases and other ex-
amples analysed in this paper. As a convergence 
of established learning, quality improvement 
and creative destruction concepts, the Circle 
of E-learning, through the 4R’s, reveals proce-
Figure	2.	The	circle	of	e-learning	(Compiled	by	the	authors)
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dural pivot points that indicate for educators, 
administrators and e-entrepreneurs themselves 
when certain decisions and actions may be more 
appropriate in management and professional 
development situations. There is intuitive and 
practical appeal to the 4R’s (Review, Revise, 
Reconstruct, Reveal), for example; it is quick 
and easy to do a matrix or cycle analysis of the 
four main factors in any situation. It has appeal 
as a consulting tool, or an efficient administra-
tive cross-check when designing or changing 
educational programs for e-entrepreneurs. 
Nonetheless, the simplicity of the tool conceals 
the inherent complexity of the theory that un-
derpins it. Despite its usability, there is a depth 
of reflection and stillness of action that could 
be equally applied. In other words, the Circle 
of E-learning could contribute just as easily to 
quick answers to difficult educational issues 
as it could to prolonged reflection upon those 
same issues. We would recommend further cor-
roboration of the concept as it stands, ideally 
through action research or similar methodology 
which is consistent with the continuous learning 
principles that underpin it. This paves the way 
for future research.
As the next step, we will undertake inter-
views with practitioners and educators about 
their perceptions of the change process and 
their experiences of undergoing it. The findings 
will either support our 4R’s or may propose the 
addition of another ‘R.’ Whether organisations 
and individuals undergo change, in reality, the 
current stages of the 4R’s will also become 
evident from the interviews. Processes such 
as the communication methods and training, 
deployed by the organisations to potentially 
reduce resistance to change and increase its 
attractiveness, will also become clearer.
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